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Gareth Hughes challenges the notion that  
homesickness is the only driver of new students’  
distress when they arrive at our institutions
I t will come as no surprise to anybody working within higher education, that many students find 
the transition into university emotionally 
and psychologically difficult. We clearly 
understand that students going through 
transition can experience psychological 
distress, anxiety, depression, sleep 
disturbance, a reduction in self-esteem 
and isolation.1–5 Many students describe 
a loss of feelings of control, and doubts 
about whether or not to stay at their 
new university. This is particularly 
concerning for universities, as research 
has identified that successful transition 
is a key element in determining retention 
and future student success.6–10 While 
most of us probably recognise all of 
this, there is often less understanding 
about why some students find transition 
so difficult, and more importantly,  
what we can do about it. 
In the last few years, I and my 
colleagues in Student Wellbeing at  
the University of Derby have been 
researching student transition in order 
to develop better interventions to 
support new students. 
Our research, and the research of many 
others in the field, suggests that we 
may need to rethink some of the ways 
in which we approach transition, if we 
want to provide our students with the 
most effective support. In this article, I 
briefly describe some of our work so 
far (some of which has been published 
and presented elsewhere), and propose 
a new model of transition. I do this with 
one important caveat. As George Box 
said: ‘All models are wrong, but some 
models are useful.’11 I don’t pretend that 
this model encapsulates every single 
student’s experience but I hope it may 
provide a useful way of thinking about 
what our students may be experiencing, 
how we can target our support and 
how this learning can be used to good 
effect in the therapy room.
TRANSITION DISTRESS
Traditionally, early student distress  
was thought to be largely caused by 
homesickness, defined by Fisher and 
Hood as a ‘cognitive-motivational-
emotional state’ concerned with 
‘grieving for, yearning for and being 
preoccupied with thoughts of home’.2 
Obviously, we do see this within the 
first few weeks of term, but both within 
my own work with students and in the 
research, this doesn’t seem to tell the 
whole story. For many students who I 
For many students  
who I see, homesickness 
doesn’t seem to properly 
explain the distress they 
are experiencing
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see, homesickness doesn’t seem to 
properly explain the distress they are 
experiencing. Sometimes, students who 
are used to being away from home for 
long periods of time, can be blind-sided 
by high levels of distress that they can’t 
understand. Other students puzzle 
over the fact that they somehow feel 
homesick even though they are local 
students who haven’t left home.
As part of one study, conducted 
with my colleague Olivia Smail, we 
surveyed a random sample of new 
students in the first six weeks using 
CORE-GP and a questionnaire we 
devised ourselves.12 (CORE-GP is a 
version of the CORE outcome measure 
used in many counselling services and 
has been developed for use with the 
general population.) Of around 350 
students, 63 per cent were found to be 
experiencing clinical levels of distress as 
measured on CORE. We had assumed 
that there would be a difference in the 
level of distress between those who 
had left home to come to university 
and those who were commuting 
locally. We believed we could identify 
this difference as homesickness. 
However, when we analysed the data, 
we found no statistical difference in the 
level of distress experienced by these 
two groups. Local students were just  
as distressed; homesickness was not 
the total explanation.
Now, of course, this was a small 
study but these data do fit with 
research from elsewhere. For instance, 
in Australia and New Zealand the 
majority of students tend to commute 
to their local universities and yet 
colleagues there find similar levels  
of emotional distress and student 
difficulties with transition.13 This 
suggests that there may be something 
about the entry into university that can 
be a trigger for distress in and of itself 
– it is not always or entirely caused  
by the exit from old networks.
I will return to this point for a 
possible explanation later.
However, this study also identified 
some potentially interesting correlations 
that suggested that the emotional 
experiences of students may play  
a key role in how well they are able to 
integrate into their new environment.12 
Students who were experiencing 
clinical levels of distress were more 
likely to identify that they felt lonely, 
overwhelmed, angry, restless, homesick, 
that they were struggling to make 
decisions and that they believed they 
should have been doing better. Students 
who were in the non-clinical range 
were more likely to indicate that they 
felt they had settled in, that they  
felt part of the community, that they 
regarded negative thoughts and feelings 
as temporary and that they believed 
they were ready to start their course. 
WHAT IMPACTS ON STUDENTS?
In another study we asked just under 
500 students, during their first six weeks 
at university, to identify what had 
helped to make their early experiences 
better and what had made them 
worse.5 Three key themes emerged. 
The first concerned the importance 
of social support. Students identified 
that making new friends and keeping in 
contact with old friends had a beneficial 
impact, while being alone or feeling 
socially isolated had a negative impact. 
Secondly, students identified that their 
own thinking, behaviour and lifestyle 
were important factors in ensuring a 
successful transition. When indicating 
what had helped, a number identified 
cognitive strategies and practical 
activities to support their own wellbeing. 
In contrast, when identifying what had 
made things worse, some students 
talked about negative, ruminative 
thinking, and behaviours, such as 
drinking too much, which had made 
things more difficult. Finally, students 
identified that the actions of universities 
had significant positive and negative 
effects on their transition. Well-designed 
activities that raised their motivation 
and sense of belonging and helped 
them to integrate socially were seen  
as helpful, while administrative and 
practical things going wrong were seen 
to have a negative influence overall.
All of this, and much other research, 
supports the view that transition is a 
psychological process, influenced by 
social and practical factors, probably 
beginning as soon as a student starts 
to think about university, and continuing 
at least until the end of the first year.  
As universities, we can have positive 
and negative impacts on this process, 
either helping students to transition 
successfully or making it more difficult 
(often without meaning to). Well 
designed and effectively delivered 
support can reduce the levels of 
distress our students experience, 
increasing retention and student 
success. The dilemma that naturally 
follows is what we should target and 
how that support should be designed. 
It is for this reason that an overarching 
model of transition may be helpful.
PREPARATION AND EXPECTATION
Vincent Tinto has written extensively 
about the impact of the social and 
cultural experiences of students before 
they go to university.6,7 He has argued 
that the influences that students 
encounter prior to starting their courses 
determine how well prepared they  
are to integrate both socially and 
academically into higher education. 
These influences also help to set 
students’ expectations about what 
university will be like and how they  
will respond to their new environment. 
Research suggests that many students 
have vague or unrealistic expectations 
of university. In a study we are currently 
running, sixth form teachers confirm 
that many students have difficulty in 
visualising the future and are often 
unrealistic in their beliefs. This suggests 
that helping students to set realistic 
expectations about university would 
improve their transition experiences. 
However, much work has shown that 
persuading people to change their views 
and beliefs about future events can be 
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extremely difficult, and universities can 
expend much energy and resource on 
trying to alter student expectations to 
no effect 7,14. In fact, the research seems 
to show that the key element in student 
expectations is not whether they are 
accurate but whether they are flexible, 
sophisticated and stable, or rigid,  
fixed and fragile.10 Helping students  
to expand their expectations and 
understand that they may have varying 
experiences – both good and not so 
good – may be more productive than 
attempting to challenge and change 
their current beliefs.
SKILLS
There is also significant evidence that 
many students arrive at university 
without the personal, social and 
academic skills they require to 
successfully transition to university.15–17 
Issues of time management, resilience, 
managing relationships and budgeting 
recur in the literature. There are also 
indications that changes in education 
have driven students towards an  
exam and grade-focused approach  
to learning in which they are passive 
recipients of knowledge.17–19 This is 
problematic, not only because university 
students are expected to be responsible 
for much of their own learning but also 
because surface learning is likely to 
result in higher levels of anxiety and 
lower academic achievement overall.20 
Interventions which help students to 
acquire these skills before arrival and 
alter their approach to learning could, 
therefore, have a positive impact. We 
can often see this in the recognised 
effectiveness of many summer schools 
and schemes which seek to engage 
students with preparing for university21. 
ARRIVAL AT UNIVERSITY
I promised earlier that I would return  
to the possible causes of the distress 
many students experience at the point 
of transition to university. Clearly, there 
are many elements at play for each 
student, and leaving old networks  
and environments will still have a 
significant effect for many students. 
However, if we think about the possible  
unsettling impact of entry into a new 
environment, there is one intriguing 
possible explanation.
Robert Zajonc was a Polish-born 
American psychologist who developed 
the ‘mere exposure’ theory.’22 He 
noticed that most living things tended 
to have an initial fear/avoidance 
response to new stimuli but that when 
exposed to the same stimuli repeatedly, 
they became comfortable with it and 
eventually grew to like it. He theorised 
that this reaction helped to keep people 
safe in new environments. If a situation 
was familiar, they could immediately 
judge how safe it was; if something  
was alien, they would be wary until 
sufficient exposure established it  
as safe.
For new students, this means that 
entering into a new and potentially 
highly alien environment (a university), 
will immediately trigger hyperarousal 
and a possible fear response. This state 
of emotional arousal will make it more 
difficult to process new information, 
make decisions and complete cognitively 
demanding tasks, just at the very 
moment that many university induction 
schedules are bombarding them with 
new information and when they are 
being asked to undertake new and 
complex activities. 
This might also partly explain why 
some students, from non-traditional 
backgrounds, can find the transition to 
university more difficult. In other words, 
the more alien a new university is, the 
more likely students are to become 
negatively emotionally aroused. The 
fact that repeated exposure to a new 
environment can overcome these 
negative feelings helpfully points to 
some potential solutions. Quick and 
effective familiarisation with the new 
environment should help students  
to reduce these feelings quickly. 
Indeed, research we have conducted  
to evaluate our transition support for 
students with autism, and our pre-
entry events for disabled students has 
indicated that these students found 
familiarisation activities to be among 
the most helpful. In the research 
quoted earlier, we also found that 
students who had been to the 
university before for open or  
visit days or for summer schools, 
generally had lower levels of distress.
THE IMPACT OF STUDENTS’ ABILITY 
TO MEET THEIR OWN NEEDS
Finally, I would suggest that needs 
theories provide a useful way of 
thinking about how well students 
complete their transition to university. 
Needs theories suggest that distress 
generally occurs when people are 
unable to keep their underlying 
physical and emotional needs in 
balance.23–25 Big changes and new, 
pressured environments can jeopardise 
or even prevent our ability to meet 
these needs. For students, meeting 
needs requires them, for instance, to be 
able to feed themselves, manage their 
own sleep, feel an appropriate level  
of security and control, feel socially 
connected, understand their own sense 
of purpose and feel a sense of competence 
(which may come, although not 
exclusively, from their academic work). 
If students are able to meet these 
needs in this new environment then we 
can expect them to settle in well and 
begin to thrive. If students are unable  
to meet these needs, due to a lack of 
necessary skills, heightened emotional 
arousal or a lack of necessary support, 
then they will find transition more 
difficult and more distressing. 
Successful transition is…
determined by how able  
a student is to meet  
their needs in this  
new environment
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CONCLUSIONS
This, then, is our general model.
Transition begins pre-entry,  
with a student’s social and cultural 
experiences establishing a narrative, 
contributing to their expectations and 
either providing them with necessary 
skills or not. Students then enter 
university, potentially leaving old 
networks and entering a new 
environment – both of which may 
trigger heightened arousal and a fear 
response, which may be exacerbated 
by how alien the new environment 
appears to them. Successful transition 
is then determined by how able a 
student is to meet their needs in this 
new environment. Students who can 
meet their needs quickly become 
comfortable and have the potential  
to thrive. Students who are unable to 
meet their needs potentially experience 
higher levels of distress for longer,  
may feel alienated from the university, 
lose belief and may consider leaving.
If this model is, as I hope, useful, it 
offers universities multiple opportunities 
to impact positively on student transition. 
Outreach work into schools can help  
to expand student expectations and 
highlight the importance of acquiring 
key skills. Summer schools and pre-
entry events can build on this work and 
help students to become familiar with 
their new university quickly. Induction 
events can address heightened 
emotional arousal, normalising and 
reducing it, posing new helpful 
narratives and encouraging students  
to engage fully with student life to 
speed up belonging. Curricula and 
support can focus on helping students 
to identify and acquire missing skills, so 
they can quickly meet their own needs. 
I’m aware that this is a relatively 
short article and I’ve had to cover a lot 
of ground quickly, but I want to finish 
by reflecting, a little, on what this  
might mean when we are providing 
therapy/counselling to new students.
In my own therapy work with 
students, I have found that simply 
helping them to understand the 
processes they’re going through can 
normalise and significantly reduce the 
level of emotional distress they are 
experiencing. Helping students to 
visualise themselves moving around the 
university and imagining themselves 
enjoying being there can also speed up 
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the process of settling in. Action plans 
to acquire skills, as well as recognising 
and using the strengths they already 
have, can contribute to an increase  
in their sense of confidence and 
competence. It can also be useful to 
clarify the expectations students bring, 
and by questioning, reflecting and 
creating new stories together, expand 
their versions of what they think 
university should be like, allowing  
them multiple responses. 
I firmly believe that many of our 
students experience more stress and 
distress than is necessary and that 
these feelings reduce their enjoyment 
of university, and impact negatively on 
their achievement. I also believe that 
these feelings can be changed. 
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